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House GOP looks to portray EPA toxics
assessments as job killers 

Jeremy P. Jacobs, E&E reporter

Published: Thursday, October 6, 2011 
U.S. EPA's system for evaluating the toxicity of chemicals will come under fire today from
Republicans and industry representatives who question its scientific methodologies and argue
it is hurting businesses through overregulation.

The House Energy and Commerce Subcommittee on Environment and the Economy today
will delve into EPA's Integrated Risk Information System (IRIS), which is tasked with
assessing the effects of chemicals on human health and the environment.

And, according to written testimony submitted to the subpanel, IRIS will be the latest arm of
EPA targeted by congressional Republicans as a job killer.

Michael Honeycutt of the Texas Council on Environmental Quality will assert that IRIS
assessments are not based on the best available science and that they are overly precautionary.

"The heart of the matter is that EPA is moving toward the philosophy that there is no safe
level of exposure to a chemical, which is contrary to the cornerstone of the science of
toxicology," Honeycutt will testify. "This change in philosophy results in unrealistically low
levels that they consider safe. As a result, naturally occurring levels of chemicals will be
higher than EPA's safe level."

Honeycutt will also say his organization's frustrations with IRIS have led it to develop its own
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method for chemical assessments.

The committee will focus largely on a National Academy of Sciences (NAS) review of IRIS's
formaldehyde assessment this year. The NAS panel found significant problems with EPA's
methodologies and recommended it undergo several changes (Greenwire, April 8).

"EPA's recent conclusion that formaldehyde causes leukemia in humans is based on one study
that did not show effects at occupational levels, much less environmental levels," Honeycutt
will testify. "However, a wealth of solid scientific data show that formaldehyde cannot cause
cancer outside of the respiratory tract, but EPA dismissed these data."

EPA Assistant Administrator for the Office of Research and Development Paul Anastas will
be on hand to defend IRIS. His testimony will highlight changes in the IRIS program since
2009. He also plans to lay out how EPA is responding to the recommendations of the NAS
panel.

"EPA welcomed those suggestions and is addressing all of them," says his written testimony.
"The academy recognized that implementing these changes would require a phased-in
approach. Although the public will not see the changes for some time, EPA is already
implementing many of the NAS recommendations and EPA has a plan for implementing them
all."

Some of those changes include more rigorous editing and streamlining of the scientific
process.

IRIS has long been criticized by industry. After the NAS formaldehyde report, the American
Chemistry Council (ACC) said all controversial IRIS assessments should be sent to NAS for
review (E&ENews PM, April 19).

"ACC is concerned that an entire generation of IRIS assessments due to be completed in the
next nine to 12 months will suffer from the very same shortcomings that plagued the draft
formaldehyde assessment," ACC President Cal Dooley said yesterday in a statement.

Anastas, however, will point out that the NAS recommendations did not call for EPA to stall
its formaldehyde report.

David Dorman of North Carolina State University, and a member of the NAS formaldehyde
panel, will reinforce that point.

"The committee recognized that any revision of the approach would involve an extensive
effort by EPA staff and others and consequently, it did not recommend that EPA delay the
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revision of the formaldehyde assessment while revisions of the approach are undertaken,"
Dorman will say. "In fact, we provided specific guidance as to the steps needed to revise the
existing draft."

However, Dorman will also testify that problems with "clarity and transparency of the
methods appear to be a repeating theme over the years."

That sentiment is also present in the written testimony of Harvey Clewell of the Hamner
Institutes for Health Science.

The committee will also hear from Jerry Cook, technical director of the Chemical Products
Corp., who will testify on how EPA's IRIS assessment of barium "is much more interested in
bureaucratic expediency than in sound science."

As a result, EPA's Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) standards on barium are
hurting his customers' business. Cook's customers use his barium chemicals to manufacture
ceramic bricks and tiles.

"Many of our customers are small and medium-sized U.S. companies, which are literally
fighting for survival," Cook will testify. "Our customers tell us that the costs associated with
RCRA regulation of barium are a substantial burden on them."
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